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Abstract 
The purpose of the paper is to provide a collaborative practitioner/academic 
interpretation of a destination’s competitiveness through the lens of brand positioning 
in the domestic short break drive market.  A 173 item questionnaire, which was 
mailed to a systematic random sample of 3000 households in the target market, 
attracted a 17% useable response. The paper compares how one destination, the 
Sunshine Coast, is positioned in its most important market, in relation to the brand 
identity intended by the destination marketing organization (DMO). Key constructs 
were brand salience, brand associations and brand resonance. The Sunshine Coast was 
found to hold a leadership position in the minds of consumers, and the results 
indicated a strong level of congruence between actual market perceptions and the 
brand identity intended by the DMO. There were strong associations between brand 
salience, brand associations and brand resonance. The findings provided the 
destination of interest with both a measure of past marketing effectiveness as well as 
positive indicators of future performance. The paper represents collaboration between 
a tourism practitioner and tourism academic, and attempts a contribution to the 
emerging literature on destination competitiveness through the lens of positioning 
theory. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The primary role of destination marketing organizations (DMO) is to enhance the 
competitiveness of their destination. In markets cluttered with marketing 
communications from an almost unlimited number of rival places offering similar 
benefits, as well as substitute products and services, competitiveness has become 
increasingly challenging. Exogenous events over which DMOs have no control, 
including ‘wildcard’ events, described by Hall (2005), as being low in probability but 
high in impact, have only served to complicate matters in recent years. Ritchie and 
Crouch (2000a) even described the quest for destination competitiveness as 
“tourism’s holy grail”. The literature relating to destination competitiveness emerged 
in earnest during the 1990s, motivating a special issue of Tourism Management (see 
Volume 21, Issue 1, 2000). From a review of this literature, Pike (2008) proposed a 
competitive destination as one featuring a balance between an effective market 
position, profitable tourism businesses, an attractive environment, positive visitor 
experiences, and supportive local residents. Of interest to this paper is the importance 
of an effective market position. 
 
Market positioning is the attempt to be noticed among the crowd of competititors and 
stand for something meaningful in the minds of target consumers (see Trout and Ries, 
1979). Positioning requires consistent use of a narrow focus on one or a few attributes 
or benefits that are determinant in the minds of the target segment. This requires 
tradeoffs in what features to include and exclude in marketing communications. 
Designing and implementing a focused position is extremely problematic for 
destination marketers and requires impartial decision making. Selecting a short 
positioning slogan, and supportive imagery, must somehow capture the essence of a 
place containing a multitude of different aspects in a way that will cut through the 
competitive clutter and be meaningful to the target market. The positioning theme 
must also be truthful. This is particularly problematic for DMOs, since they have no 
control over the visitor’s actual experience at the destination. The challenge involves 
such issues as: a diversity of independent stakeholders with different opinions, market 
interests and service offerings; multiple geographic markets that are heterogeneous 
and dynamic; and a reliance on funding from public sources. There has been 
increasing interest by DMOs since the 1990s in developing a systematic means for 
positioning, to enable the rationale for marketing communications to be more clearly 
and convincingly communicated to stakeholders such as government funders, local 
businesses, host community and travel intermediaries.  
 
During the past two decades there has been a strengthening of interest by DMOs in 
creating destination brands as a means of achieving a differentiated position. 
Academic attention towards the suitability of product branding concepts to 
destinations began as recently as the late 1990s (see Dosen, Vransevic and Prebezac 
1998, Pritchard and Morgan 1998). Research in this field is increasingly underpinned 
by Aaker’s (1991) proposition that a brand is more than simply a name, slogan and 
symbols presented to the market. Rather there is on the supply side a brand identity, 
which represents the market image aspired to by the organisation, and then on the 
supply side a potential brand equity, a construct which includes perceptions that might 
or might not be congruent with that intended by the marketer. The value of Trout and 
Ries’ (1979) positioning theory is to succinctly communicate the brand identity to the 
target segment. 
 
A review of the first 10 years of published research about destination branding 
(reference with held for review purposes) identified a lack of theory in particular 
about monitoring the effectiveness of destination brands over time. While destination 
image measurement has been one of the most popular tourism fields for assessing 
marketplace competitiveness (for reviews see Gallarza, Saura and Garcia 2002, Pike 
2002, 2007), there is an emerging view that the concept of consumer-based brand 
equity (CBBE) offers the potential to provide a more comprehensive performance 
measure (see for example Cai 2002, Konecnik and Gartner 2007, Boo, Busser and 
Baloglu 2009). Gaining popularity in the wider marketing literature have been the 
models of CBBE proposed by Aaker (1991, 1996) and Keller (1993, 2003). Keller 
(2003) argued that consumer perceptions and attitudes towards a brand underpin any 
financial measure of brand equity. This is important for destinations, for which the 
traditional financial estimate of brand equity as an intangible asset on the balance 
sheet would be of little practical value. While there are some differences between the 
manner in which Aaker and Keller conceptualised CBBE, the key constructs are brand 
salience, brand associations, perceptions of quality and brand resonance. 
Operationalising CBBE provides marketers with a link between past promotional 
efforts and future performance. This paper is concerned with the potential of CBBE, 
both as a performance measure for DMOs to track effectiveness of past branding 
efforts, as well as a means of providing indicators to future performance.     
 
Motivated by the proposition that an individual traveller’s perceptions of destinations 
will differ according to the travel situation (see Barich and Kotler 1991, Crompton 
1992), the travel context of interest is short break holidays by car for residents of 
Brisbane, the state capital of Queensland in Australia. Brisbane residents are spoilt by 
choice of well over 100 beach and hinterland destinations that are within a short 
driving distance. The Brisbane short break market is therefore crowded and 
competitive. However, this market segment does provide a major opportunity for most 
nearby regional tourism organizations (RTO), particularly during periods of 
international travel uncertainty created by recent exogenous events such as SARS 
(sever acute respiratory syndrome), bird flu, H1N1 virus, and the global financial 
crisis. A short break is defined as a non-business trip of between 1-4 nights away.  
 
The destination of interest in this paper is the Sunshine Coast, one of 14 tourism 
regions officially recognised by Tourism Queensland, the state tourism organisation 
(STO).  Tourism is the largest industry in the Sunshine Coast, with a gross regional 
product ratio higher than any other region in the state (Tourism Queensland, 2004). 
Given that 20% of employment and two thirds of all income of accommodation, cafe 
and restaurant businesses is generated by tourism, the competitiveness of the 
destination is paramount. The RTO responsible for coordinating the marketing of the 
destination is Tourism Sunshine Coast. The region is located within a one hour drive 
north of Brisbane, and contains a diversity of tourism resources including: surf beach 
areas such as Noosa, Caloundra and Maroochydore; hinterland artisan communities 
such as Montville, Maleny and Mapleton; the Glasshouse Mountains forest park; and 
Steve Irwin’s Australia Zoo. The brand identity positioning statement (see Tourism 
Queensland, 2009) is: The Sunshine Coast is a diversified holiday destination offering 
a relaxed and friendly atmosphere where people still have time to say hello. The key 
attributes in the brand identity used in marketing communications are: 
 Beach and hinterland experiences;   
 proximity to Brisbane;   
 access to World Heritage listed Fraser Island;   
 warm and sunny weather;   
 beautiful beaches;   
 a relaxed, sophisticated and natural environment;   
 a wide range of quality accommodation, restaurants and shopping precincts;   
 destination image/personality;   
 relaxed, laid back and easy going;   
 friendly;   
 natural; i  
 inviting;   
 stylish and sophisticated holiday  
 
The region has a strong reliance on domestic tourism. For example, of the 2.7 million 
visitors during 2006, approximately 2.4 million were of domestic origin (see Tourism 
Queensland, 2007). Almost half (43%) of visitors are Brisbane residents (Tourism 
Queensland, 2004). As shown in Table I the Brisbane short break segment is one of 
the two key markets targeted by the RTO. Marketing communications by Tourism 
Sunshine Coast in Brisbane include a mix of online, television, radio, newspapers and 
magazines. This contrasts with key competing region Gold Coast, the RTO for which 
has traditionally not been active in the Brisbane market. Tourism Gold Coast has, 
until the 2008 Global Financial Crisis, relied on local industry to target Brisbane 
residents, to free up resources for more distant interstate and international markets. 
The purpose of this paper is to provide a collaborative practitioner/academic 
interpretation of the Sunshine Coast’s perceived position in relation to that intended in 
the brand identity. 
 
TABLE I HERE 
 
2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
For many destinations, maintaining competitiveness is now a major challenge (World 
Travel and Tourism Council 2001, in Australian Department of Industry, Tourism and 
Resources (ADITR) 2001). Though the primary role of DMOs at all levels is to 
enhance the competitiveness of their destination, academic interest in the topic has 
emerged relatively recently. The first journal special issue on destination 
competitiveness was convened by Tourism Management (see Volume 21, Issue 1, 
2000). The range of issues covered in the special issue demonstrated the complex 
nature of destination competitiveness analysis. During the same time there has been 
an increasing interest in modelling destination competitiveness. There has been no 
accepted destination competitiveness model developed, which has been attributed to 
its complexity. The most comprehensive working model to date has arguably been by 
Ritchie and Crouch (2000a, 2000b, 2003), who suggested that while destination 
competitiveness had become “tourism’s holy grail” (2000a, p. 5), the topic lacked 
academic attention. Pike’s (2008) review of the destination competitiveness literature 
concluded with the proposition that a competitive destination was one featuring a 
balance between five principle issues: i) an effective market position, ii) profitable 
tourism businesses, iii) an attractive environment, iv) positive visitor experiences, and 
v) supportive local residents. As indicated in the introduction, of interest to this paper 
is an effective market position, given this is where the DMO is able to exert most 
influence through marketing communications. 
 
One of the key aspects of Ritchie and Crouch’s (2000a, 2000b, 2003) modelling was 
the proposed relationship between resources representing sources of comparative 
advantage and resource deployment to achieve competitive advantage. ADITR (p. 21) 
suggested knowledge was the key:  
 
The important thing is that ideas and knowledge are key competitive 
factors. So knowledge-based tourism has become an important 
strategy with the advent of knowledge-based tourists and globalisation 
of tourism industry.  
 
Promotion is therefore an important component of the marketing mix for DMOs, but 
must be driven by a focussed positioning strategy. Positioning was first introduced to 
the advertising community as a marketing strategy in 1969 (Trout and Ries, 1979), 
and has been defined as a process of “establishing and maintaining a distinctive place 
in the market for an organisation and/or its individual product offerings” (Lovelock, 
1991, p. 110). At the core of this quest for a distinctive place is recognition that 
marketing is a battle fought inside the consumer’s mind (Ries and Trout, 1986, p. 
169). Positioning is underpinned by three propositions: i) we live in an over-
communicated society, ii) our mind develops a defence system against this 
communications clutter, and iii) the way to cut through the clutter is through 
simplified and focussed messages (Ries and Trout, 1986). By not selecting a 
simplified and focused positioning strategy, the marketer faces direct competition 
with stronger brands, an unwanted position with little or no demand, an unclear 
position or no position (Lovelock, 1991).  
 
Positioning is now recognised as a key construct in branding. Aaker (1991) 
conceptualised a brand as comprising two dimensions. On the supply side, the brand 
identity is the market image aspired to by the organisation. On the demand side, the 
brand image is the actual perceptions held by target consumers. The purpose of brand 
positioning within this framework is to enhance congruence through marketing 
communications between the brand identity and brand image.  
 
Destination marketing research first appeared in the tourism literature during the 
1970s (see Matejka 1973, Gearing, Swart & Var 1974, Hunt 1975). The past four 
decades have witnessed the exponential growth of interest in this field, particularly in 
relation to destination image. Studies of destination branding were first published in 
the tourism literature in 1998 (see Dosen, Vransevic & Prebezac 1998, Pritchard & 
Morgan 1998). A review of 74 publications from the first decade of this field of the 
literature between 1998 and 2007 (reference with held for review purposes) identified 
a wealth of information of conceptual and practical value for academics and 
practitioners. However, one of the major gaps identified was in relation to destination 
branding performance measurement. For public organizations such as DMOs, 
monitoring effectiveness is a necessary but challenging undertaking. No model to 
quantify the relationship between the work of DMOs over time and overall destination 
competitiveness has yet been developed. Indeed, studies have reported a general lack 
of market research undertaken to monitor the outcome of destination marketing 
objectives in Australia (see Prosser et al. 2000, Carson, Beattie and Gove 2003), 
North America (Sheehan and Ritchie 1997, Masberg 1999), and Europe (Dolnicar and 
Schoesser 2003). Kim, Kim and An (2003) argued however that the topic of brand 
metrics is also rare in the services marketing literature. 
 
The traditional approach towards branding performance measurement is through an 
estimate of brand equity, which has been defined as “the overall utility that the 
consumer associates to the use and consumption of the brand” (Vazquez, Belen del 
Rio and Iglesias, 2002). An aggregate estimate of the market’s utility towards the 
brand provides a financial intangible asset value on the balance sheet (see 
www.interbrand.com), which will be of little interest to DMOs. However, the concept 
of consumer-based brand equity (CBBE) has attracted the interest of destination 
researchers (see Konecnik and Gartner 2007, Boo, Busser, and Baloglu 2009). For 
this research three CBBE dimensions proposed by Aaker (1991, 1996) and Keller 
(1993, 2003) were of interest: brand salience, brand associations, and brand 
resonance, which are related to the view that attitude towards an object is a function 
of cognition, affect and conation (See Malhotra, Hall, Shaw and Oppenheim, 2006).  
 
Brand salience is concerned with the extent to which an individual actively considers 
the brand in decision making. This is more than simply awareness, but rather is 
related to top of mind awareness (ToMA) and choice sets for a purchase situation. An 
individual will be aware of an almost limitless number of destinations, but will only 
actively consider between two to six in decision making (see for example Woodside 
& Sherrell 1977, Thompson & Cooper 1979, Pike 2006). Research suggests an 
association between decision set composition and destination choice (reference with 
held). Therefore, it is argued that a destination not included in a consumer’s choice set 
does not hold a competitive position. Brand associations are anything linked in 
memory to the destination, also referred to as perceptions and image, most commonly 
measured by indicators of cognition and affect. Brand resonance represents 
engagement with the destination through visitation and word of mouth (WoM) 
referalls, which are related to conation. The purpose of this study was not to test the 
structural relationships between the model dimensions, but rather to use the attributes 
of each construct as performance indicators. Undertaking this for a competitive set of 
destinations, rather than for one destination in isolation, enables an interpretation of 
relative market position, which in turn provides a measure of competitiveness. Key 
rationale for this approach are that current CBBE structural equation modelling i) taps 
brand recall rather than unaided top of mind awareness and choice sets, and ii) 
examines one brand in isolation, which does not identify market position relative to 
competitors in the choice set. The aim was to investigate the effectiveness of the 
Sunshine Coast’s marketing communications by analysing the the extent to which the 
position held in the Brisbane short break market is congruent with that intended in the 
brand identity. Figure I shows the research framework used to operationalise the 
positioning construct from within the CBBE hierarchy. 
 
3. METHOD 
In April 2007 a 173 item questionnaire booklet was mailed to a systematic random 
sample of 3000 households, which were selected from the Brisbane telephone 
directory. The first section of the questionnaire contained six questions about 
characteristics of short breaks and two questions to identify the ToMA and choice set 
destination preferences. Section two asked participants to rate the importance of 22 
cognitive destination image items, anchored at ‘not important’ (1) and ‘very 
important’ (7). These items were selected from the results of previous studies of short 
break destination images by one of the authors, where strong face validity and 
construct validity were claimed. A ‘don’t know’ DK option was provided next to each 
scale item, to enhance the extent to which responses could be deemed well informed. 
The third section required participants i) to rate the extent to which each of five 
destinations were perceived to perform on the same 22 cognitive image items 
anchored at ‘disagree’ (1) and ‘agree’(7), again with a DK option, ii) two affective 
image items selected from the work of Baloglu and Brinberg (1997), and iii) three 
questions to operationalise previous visitation, WoM referrals,and intent to visit. The 
final section contained questions to identify demographic characteristics of 
participants. The back page of the booklet was left blank apart from a final open 
ended question asking participants if they would like to make any further comments 
about Queensland destinations. A prize draw of accommodation at a mystery short 
break destination was offered as an incentive. This attracted a useable response rate of 
17%. The characteristics of the sample were generally comparable to the 
characteristics of the 2001 Brisbane Census population, except for a higher ratio of 
females and a lower level of those aged 18-24years. This paper focuses on the 
implications of the results in the analysis of the Sunshine Coast’s market position. 
 
4. RESULTS 
The Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) was used for data analyses. 
Participants indicated a strong propensity for taking short breaks by car, with a mean 
of three trips annually. The mean importance of taking at least one short break each 
year, on a seven point scale, was 6.3. The majority of participants (85%) had taken at 
least one short break during the previous 12 months. 
 
4.1 Destination salience for short break holidays by car 
The Sunshine Coast had the strongest level of unaided brand salience for the travel 
context, being listed as the preferred ToMA destination by just over half (51%) of 
participants. An important implication of the ToMA findings was that almost the 
entire sample (93%) had previously visited their preferred destination. From over 100 
destinations elicited, the mean choice set size was 3.1 destinations, which was in line 
with previous studies. Given previous research findings showing strong associations 
between previous visitation, choice set membership and future travel (reference with 
held), these results clearly highlight the leadership position held by the Sunshine 
Coast as a short break destination in the Brisbane market.  
 
Table II summarises the demographic characteristics, in percentage terms, of those 
participants who selected the Sunshine Coast as the ToMA destination in comparison 
to the full sample. As can be seen there were only two noticeable, but not major, 
differences. The ratio of females and the ratio of those with children were higher for 
the Sunshine Coast group. However, in general it is clear that the destination has a 
broader appeal as a short break destination in the Brisbane market than the 
demographics explicitly targeted by the RTO (see Table 1) 
 
TABLE II HERE 
 
4.2 Brand associations relative to the competitive set 
The Cronbach alphas for the 22 cognitive attribute importance items and 22 Sunshine 
Coast cognitive attribute performance items were .79 and .91 respectively, indicating 
high internal consistency reliability. The means for these items are listed in Table III. 
Only two of the importance items were noticeably lower than the scale mid point. The 
10 most important items, the means of which were 5 or higher were: ‘Suitable 
accommodation’, ‘Good value for money’, ‘Safe destination’, ‘Affordable packages’, 
‘Beautiful scenery’, ‘Pleasant climate’, ‘Within a comfortable drive’, ‘Uncrowded’, 
‘Good cafes and restaurants’, and ‘Friendly locals’. The top two rating attribute 
importance items were also the most popular topics of comments elicited. Qualitative 
comments were made by 95 of the 447 participants (21%).  The most commonly 
elicited comments related to prices (39%), accommodation (28%), children (25%), 
travel information (15%), standards of service/facilities (18%), and food (8%).  
Sunshine Coast was the highest rating destination for 14 of the 22 items, including 8 
out of the top 10. These were positive results in relation to the brand identity, other 
than ‘Friendly locals’, for which the destination rated third of the five destinations. 
Overall there is a strong level of congruence between the desired brand identity and 
the actual brand image. Figure II enables a visual gap analysis of attribute importance 
and Sunshine Coast performance. The numbers 1 to 22 along the horizontal axis refer 
to the attribute labels and numbers shown in Table III. While the results are positive, 
an implication of this analysis is that perceived performance lags importance for five 
of the top 10 attributes, albeit marginally.  
 
Figure III shows an importance-performance matrix, following Martilla and James 
(1977). The Y axis represents attribute importance, while the X axis represents 
Sunshine Coast performance. The grand means have been used to place the matrix 
cross hairs, which results in four quadrants. The attribute numbers are the same as 
those used in Table III and Figure II. Quadrant 1 contains those attributes deemed 
most important, but for which the destination is perceived to perform relatively less 
strongly. These attributes, with ranking relative to the four competing destinations 
shown in brackets, are: ‘good value for money’, affordable packages (1), uncrowded 
(3) and ‘friendly locals’ (3). The label ‘concentrate here’ here is used to highlight 
action is required to improve perceptions of performance for these attributes. 
Quadrant 2 contains those attributes deemed most important, and where the 
destination is perceived to perform strongly. These attributes should be the focus of 
marketing communications, since one of the tenets of positioning theory is that the 
easiest route to the consumer’s mind is by reinforcing positively held perceptions. 
These attributes, for which the Sunshine Coast ranked highest relative to the four 
competing destination, are: ‘suitable accommodation’, ‘safe destination’, ‘beautiful 
scenery’, ‘pleasant climate’, ‘within a comfortable drive’, ‘good cafes and 
restaurants’, lots to see and do’, and ‘good beaches’. Quadrants 3 and 4 contain those 
attributes deemed less important to participants, and therefore requiring less emphasis 
in promotions.  
 TABLE III HERE 
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The means for the affective image items are shown in Table IV, where it can be seen 
that the Sunshine Coast was perceived the most ‘pleasant’ of the five destinations, 
which was consistent with the brand salience and cognitive image results. The 
destination was also second most ‘arousing’.  There was a strong Pearsons correlation 
coefficient (.53, p < .001) between these two affect items. Unpleasant/pleasant was 
moderately correlated with 15 of the Sunshine Coast performance items, the strongest 
of which were mostly top 10 attributes: ‘suitable accommodation’ (.49), ‘lots to 
see/do’ (.46), ‘beautiful scenery’ (.45), ‘good value for money’ (.42), and ‘good 
beaches’ (.40). Sleepy/arousing was moderately correlated with nine Sunshine Coast 
performance items, the strongest of which was ‘lots to see/do’ (.44).  
 
4.3 Engagement with the destination 
The level of engagement with the Sunshine Coast was also the highest of the five 
destinations. Almost every participant (94%) had previously visited the region. 
However, it should be noted that only 11% of participants could recall receiving any 
promotional material from any of the five destinations. Therefore the high level of 
visitation represents a missed opportunity to maintain contact with previous visitors, 
although it is acknowledged that visitor relationship marketing is far more challenging 
for DMOs than customer relationship management is for individual businesses 
(reference with held).  
 
The mean intent to visit the Sunshine Coast during the next 12 months, on a seven 
point scale, was 5.1, which was the highest of the five destinations. The relatively 
moderate intent scores were considerably lower than a previous study in 2003 
(reference with held), which might or might not have been related to a national trend 
towards Australians taking more interstate holidays identified by Tourism Queensland 
(2007). While this trend was clearly favourable in terms of the Sunshine Coast’s 
primary target markets of Sydney and Melbourne, Tourism Queensland lamented:  
 
More trips by Brisbane residents to locations such as Melbourne and 
Northern New South Wales are having an impact on visitor numbers to 
areas such as the Sunshine Coast, the Gold Coast, 
HerveyBay/Maryborough and the Darling Downs.  
 
There was a strong correlation between the ‘unpleasant/pleasant’ affective item and 
intent to visit the Sunshine Coast (.50, p<.001). Intent to visit the Sunshine Coast was 
also moderately correlated with four attribute performance items at the p < .001 level: 
‘good value for money’ (.41), ‘suitable accommodation’ (.33), ‘safe destination’ (.33), 
and ‘availability of packages’ (.31). These were all top 10 attributes. 
 
Participants were asked to rate the extent to which they would recommend each of the 
five destinations to other people. On this seven point scale the mean for the Sunshine 
Coast (5.8) was the highest of the five destinations. The means for the other four 
destinations ranged from 4.8 to 3.9. There were strong correlations at the p <.001 
level between recommending the Sunshine Coast and ‘unpleasant/pleasant’ (.71), 
intent to visit (.59), and ‘sleepy/arousing’ (.50). There were moderate correlations 
with 15 performance items, the strongest of which were ‘suitable accommodation’ 
(.46) and ‘good value for money’ (.45). 
 
 
6. CONCLUSIONS  
The purpose of the paper was to provide an interpretation of a destination’s 
competitiveness, through the lens of brand positioning in the domestic short break 
drive market. The results facilitate analysis of the position held by the Sunshine Coast 
region in its most important market, in relation to the brand identity intended by the 
destination marketing organization (DMO). The Brisbane short break market is one of 
the most important sources of visitors for over 100 nearby destinations. The 
destination of interest was found to hold a leadership position in the minds of 
consumers in the target market. Results indicated a strong level of congruence 
between market perceptions and the brand identity. The findings provided the DMO 
with both a measure of past marketing effectiveness, and positive pointers to future 
performance and therefore competitiveness. 
From the emerging modeling of consumer-based brand equity, three constructs were 
operationalized to provide an assessment of market position. Brand salience is 
concerned with unaided destination preferences for a given travel situation. This is 
more than simply awareness, since of the multitude of destinations that Brisbane 
residents will be aware of for a short break, they will only actively consider a small 
subset of around three places in their decision making. It has been argued that the 
destination selected is most likely to emerge from this limited set of salient 
destinations, and that the first destination elicited represents top of mind awareness 
(ToMA). In this study, the Sunshine Coast was the preferred destination for one in 
every two participants. This level of salience represents a source of competitive 
advantage for the DMO. This finding provides a measure of effectiveness for past 
marketing efforts, as well as a positive future indicator. However, what is not known 
is the extent to which destination switching occurs, particularly during a period of 
economic uncertainty, and the level of planning in short break decisions. For example, 
three of the four most important cognitive attributes were ‘suitable accommodation’, 
‘good value for money’, and ‘affordable packages’, which were also the most 
common topics in the qualitative comments. In this regard, Tourism Queensland 
(2004, p.12) found that one of the major limitations impacting on the competitiveness 
of the Sunshine Coast was the reluctance by accommodation operators to book one 
night stays, for which premium prices are charged. In the absence of research related 
to short break decision making, it is proposed that Brisbane residents will be receptive 
to receiving communications offering value for money accommodation packages from 
nearby destinations. In this regard, one of the key elements of Tourism Sunshine 
Coast advertising in the Brisbane market in recent years has been accommodation 
packages. However, a missed opportunity for the DMO is maintaining contact with 
previous visitors through visitor relationship marketing (VRM). Realistically this 
would be a medium term aim since recent research in Queensland (reference with 
held) and overseas (reference with held) has found that while DMOs recognise the 
potential for VRM, implementation is problematic. 
The key implication for Tourism Sunshine Coast is that the current brand positioning 
is working. Findings indicate the RTO might be having an influence on market 
perceptions as the data generally supports the brand identity well. There are two 
important considerations in marketing planning in relation to this paper. Firstly, 
positioning tactics by the RTO should continue to reinforce positively held 
perceptions about determinant attributes. Ries and Trout argued strongly that this is 
the easiest route to the mind. Any attempt to change people’s minds, particulalry 
about the images of a large entity such as a destination will only take place over a 
long period of time. Secondly, and related to the previous point is that branding 
requires a long term view of marketing. The RTO should resist any attempts by 
stakeholders to change the current brand identity in the short term. Issues such as 
short term performance orientation, and the politics of destination decision making 
have resulted in too many changes to place branding campaigns (see Pike, 2008). 
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Table I – Sunshine Coast target markets 
Primary 
Families (25-49 years) and mid-life households (45-64 years), living in Sydney and 
Melbourne, household income $80,000 per annum and over. A short break to escape 
the grind and a family holiday where they can relax and the kids are occupied. Rest 
and relaxation, social activities, restaurants, sightseeing are of interest. 
Secondary 
Families (25-49 years) and mid-life households (45-64 years), living in Brisbane, 
household income $60,000 per annum and over. A short break to escape the grind and 
a family holiday where they can relax and the kids are occupied. Rest and relaxation, 
social activities, restaurants, sightseeing is of interest.  
 
 
Table II  - Characteristics of Sunshine Coast ToMA 
 Characteristics (%) of 
those selecting Sunshine 
Coast as ToMA 
destination 
Characteristics  (%) of full 
sample 
 
 
Gender 
Male 
Female 
 
29 
71 
 
38 
62 
Age 
18-24 
25-44 
45-64 
65+ 
 
  4 
44 
44 
  9 
 
  4 
38 
46 
13 
Marital status 
Single 
Married/permanent live in 
partner 
Separated/divorced 
 
11 
 
76 
13 
 
11 
 
76 
13 
Number of dependent 
children 
0 
1-2 
3+ 
 
 
43 
44 
13 
 
 
54 
37 
10 
Household income 
Less than $78,000 
$78,000+ 
 
54 
46 
 
56 
44 
Education 
High school 
Tafe College 
University 
Other 
 
35 
23 
34 
  8 
 
34 
23 
33 
11 
Table III – Cognitive image brand associations 
 Attribute Importance Performance Rank 
1 Suitable accommodation 6.2 5.9 1 
2 Good value for money 6.1 5.4 1 
3 A safe destination 6.1 5.7 1 
4 Affordable packages 5.4 5.1 1 
5 Beautiful scenery 5.4 6.2 1 
6 Pleasant climate 5.3 6.3 1 
7 Within a comfortable drive 5.2 6.2 1 
8 Uncrowded 5.2 4.5 3 
9 Good cafes and restaurants 5.1 5.6 1 
10 Friendly locals 5.0 5.0 3 
11 Lots to see and do 4.9 5.7 1 
12 Good beaches 4.8 6.2 1 
13 High levels of service 4.7 5.5 1 
14 Places for swimming 4.7 6.2 1 
15 Not touristy 4.4 3.8 3 
16 Places for walking  4.3 5.2 2 
17 Family destination 4.3 5.8 1 
18 Good shopping 3.9 5.2 2 
19 Historical places 3.9 4.0 4 
20 Marine life 3.9 5.3 2 
21 Water sports 3.1 5.5 1 
22 Trendy atmosphere 3.0 5.3 2 
 Grand mean 4.8 5.4  
 
Table IV – Affective image items 
Affective items 
 
Sunshine 
Coast 
Gold 
Coast 
Northern 
NSW 
Fraser 
Coast 
Coral 
Coast 
Unpleasant/pleasant 6.0 4.6 5.3 5.2 4.7 
Sleepy/arousing 5.1 5.3 4.6 4.3 3.7 
Figure I – Positioning elements 
 
 Salience for the 
travel context 
1. Top of mind 
awareness (ToMA) 
2. Choice set 
membership 
Associations relative 
to competitors 
1. Cognitive images 
2. Affective images
Engagement with the 
destination 
1. Previous visitation 
2. Visitation intent 
3. WoM referals 
Figure II – Cognitive attribute importance/performance gap analysis 
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 Figure III – Importance/performance matrix 
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Quadrant 1 – 
Concentrate here 
Quadrant 2 – 
Keep it up 
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